he grear Lion King,

Mufasa, looks out over
the golden African savanna
and with pride (no pun
intended) declares to his
newbom son, Simba,
“Where all the light shines,
that is our kingdom.” The
great animals that are part of
his demain bow in deference
to the continued cirele of

life that is and always has
been the esence of the
savannas, An animated Dis-
ney version of Africa, sure;
st in reality, just south of
the ecuator, the rich tropical
savannas of the East African
Serengeti Plains support the
greatest concentration of
mixed plains wildlife in che
wiorld,

Like the impressive
array of animals depicted in
Mufasa’s vast kingdom, the
world’s langest herds of ele-
phant, rthinoceros, wilde-
beest, griraffe, zehra, buffalo,
and antelope roam the
African savannas of the cast
and south, The lions, leop-
ards, cheetuhs, hyenas, and
jackals that prev upon them
make up more than one mil-
lion carnivores who share
the plains with nurnerous
specics of birds, rodents, and
insects. Al these ercansres,
great and small, orchestrare
their stealth movements
across the grassy prairie in
rhythm with the dry and
wet BEas0ns,

But if this exotic and
distant land seems cut of
reach, look 30 degrees of
latitude to the north of trop-
ical Africa in sub-tropical
Florida where we have our
own savanna. Oherlapping

St Lucie and Martin coun-
ties, the Savannas State
Reserve contains 3,000 acres
andd stretches 100 miles from
Faort Pierce to Jensen Beach,
Savannas arc simply tropical
amd subtropical grasslands
that occupy vast areas on
every continent in the trade-
wind belt, The Florida
Savannas, like most, were
formed by a combination of
wind, waves, and fime and

'\ SAVANNAS
- STATE
RESERVE




A aerial view of the Sevannes — lragmeens. of frashwater marihes ance stretchad along the entire sst coast.
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when the sea level was
some 30 feet higher than it
i o, Hutehinson [elamd
[eee illustrarion] was an off-
shore sandbar. The sand

|5||.1p;|.' that separates the

Savanmas from the Indian
River was beach ﬂum-, and
the Savannas was a river
sirmilar to the Indian River
|:|||.|1_1.-. Chver fimie, sea level
receded dowm ehat Hi-ll:lil.}'
!l-li]i.rl.'iL"iL', lu:l'llirlg the sand-
bar inmo a barerier ir;|:.|.|||], the
ancient disine 1o 3 sand ti-:‘l.gf_'
(the Atlanne Coastal Ridgu],

andd the old fiver to a marsh,

Crunes
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{Atkantic Coastal
I

Ridge)
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Fainfall turned the water in
the wetlands from brackish
to fresh. {The grasses of
these marshes, once part of a
|.-|:|n!_rI chain of freshwater
marshes that '=1'r|_'h"|'ﬂ.:r| .'||-::-n!_r|
the entire cast coast of
|'-.|||ri|.|.'.|.I Eave the first Euro-
frn settlers the APpEarande
of a savanna COOEPEem =

hence the name.)

PREHISTORIC SEA LEVEL

ferare sl

West of the sand ridge
and the wetlands were vast
expanses of pine and pal
mette forests, This was the
face of the savannas for
thousands of years. Today,
only fragments remain, The
Savannas State Reserve con-
tains t]u_- '|:|1'_|_|r{"=.f .|r.u_:| st
{'I_‘I1|-::-:|';_'-I|_':-I"._l|" intact stretch of
this Florda east coast




Wading birds enjoy a banner year
in the wat prainie.

Flarewoods
|7 Above
Sea Level

Theeugh onby 10 172 miles kong and
cne mike wide, che Savannas
SupEart o distngt bologcl
communitiel. Parhass nowheere
il in Florkda do g0 many wildife
habitats Fang in balance. packed so
chazely together, all so vulnerable
B e pressures. of the sate's
populitian boom

i 'Wer Prairie
V13- 15 Above
: Sea Level

ceasystem, The Adantic
Coastal Ridge is the high
|'_|'||_'|:IIJI1|:|. on the eastern bor-
der of the Savannas State
Reserve and the westemn
ghwre of thie
Indian River
Lagoon,

|||. the |=I:|.'
1800 and
estrly 151HD,
the 5:|:I1d.}'
Ticlge was
covered with
pineapple
Erl:ntuTil.‘n:'l:i
and Jensen Beach was
known as the “pincapple
capital of the world,”
exporting miore than a mil-
lion crates of the froat annu-
ally. ]:'r.t:'i'.y' nematades and
WOTTTIS m1.':||_z;|:|:| the crop in

'
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the 1930s, Cuban pineap-
P]:s which npl,-.nn:d parler
than the Florida fron began
tor flood the northern mar-
kets and finally led ro the
dernise of the stare’s pine-
apple honanza,

AL s nisk lc-at. Yewrs
later, gradually, the sand
radpe was allowed to do
what namre intended —
drink in the rainwater and
drair imvtn the marsh belbowr,

Basin Marsh . .
912 Above

Like a sandy sink with a
sluggish drain, the Savannas
heold the rainwater, allowing
it to percolate slowly
througls a hard layer below
the sand called hardpan.
The marsh iz sensitive o
fluctuation in warer levels
and &5 hitthe as spx inches
ml]d g [=F ] g r|'||.' di'ﬁ"{'rl.'lll.'!!
between wet prairie ansd
[rime flarwoods. Same years,
the marsh is a giant jigsaw
puzzle of cracked mud
Ohther years, the flood
wabers fim i".ml:|1_.' Thmugl‘l
the pine forest on the west-
crn side,

The changing water
levels are the hifeblood of the
Savannas, according to
H-.m;-:-r il Pr.u,:knp o the
Department of Environ

Blue heron %-m.'-ujm acTivis the
Whaler.

Here in the Florda
Savannas, a special kind of
safart also beckons, “Ir is
parwdise,” Preekop said qui-
|."I]:|; 40 25 not W digrb the
woodstorks, cagles, serub
jays, fox, bobcar, gopher tor
toises, and of course, those
cold-Hooded natives, the
snakes amd alligators
Preekop leas been o rmger
here for thres WA, @ yEar
l=ss than the cagles who
h:|1.'\{' r\-ul:urnl:d LF] ;]1_1_- 5;1'.'.4.n-
nas For a fourth year TI‘lI.II:I_gh
their nest was completely
blown down last year.

[ There were no fatalities bat
one adult eagle was taken o
the Hobe Sound Whildlife
I ll:lslﬁt:ﬂ 1o have his 'w"lr'li.:

v Basin Marsh
9 - 1T Above

Sea Lewvel

mental Protection (DEFP).
About once each decade, (as
recently as three years ago)
the marsh drics Ligs comm
pletely, killing some plants
and amimals and malking
room for others, “This year,
W ATE 1':!! I.'I'll.l'lﬂ.'i “I['ﬁ'l'it THIT—

mal which is excellent fior

the Savannas,” Preekop said.

 Mare water means a ban-
ner year for fish and for
birds,” As i om cue, o great

patched. In a few weeks, he
was released back into the
wild, with wing and digrity
intact.)

I 1974, the stafe rec-
ognized the property’s
un iquf features and Eml:ll:l:tl
1‘]‘|I: ﬂs_\'ausl:.w- TESETVe BhaTiia
'II.I:I-I]L'I' !i'l.'a". EI:I'!'iD:ﬂH:IH!I'I!i]J
Endangered Lands pro-
gram. Since then, the DEP
has acquared approximately
4,700 acres unler the Con-
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servanion and Recreation
Lands (CARL) program.
The Division of State Lands
iwithin DEP) manages the
property as the Savannas
Srate Reserve with the
cooperation of many agen-
cies. Major objectives for
MEANIZEMENE are to maintain

the natural hydrological
regime of the freshwarer
marsh, protect the plant
cornmmunities and associated
wildlife, and preserve the
historical sites, In an effort
to butfer the Savannas from
encroaching development as
well as runoff and deep-well
pumping that comes with
development, more land has
been purchased recent years.
The South Flanda
Water Management District
purchased 77 acres known as
the “Spices” as part of the
Save Our Rivers program,
Only 1,200 acres are left to
complete the Savannas pur-
chase, (The South Florda
district and DEP would
cooperate in acquisition. )
Preserving the remnant
Savannas came just in the

What Can Be Found In The Savannas

nick of time — just beyond
the perimeter lies the
bustling town of Port 5t.
Lucie, recently reported to
be one of the fastest growing
areas in the state,

The high, dry ground
atop the Savannas vista is
very enticing to Flonda
developers, But it is already
inhabited, Flora and fauna
on the upland ridge have
adapted to the dry, wind-
blown conditions that are
part of life in that habitar,
called scrub. Ninety percent
of the scrub left in 5t. Lucie
County occurs asound the
Savannas. Many of the ani-
mals that live in this type of
ervaronment, such as the
Florida scrub jay, a threat-
ened species, can survive
nowhere else. The indigo
snake, also considered
threatened, shares the tor-
toise hole. The fragrant
wooly cactus is a rare plant
found almost nowdsere elae
but in the Savannas.

The Savannas is not all
marsh and sandy ridge.
There are two natural deep

lakes, Eden Lake and Hen-
derson Fond, whers thers
have been boastful reports of
bass weighing 12 to 15
pounds, Then there is the
legend of the mammaoth
hass weighing as much as 20
pounds. Oldtimers say at
least three people have
fought with the wily crea-
ture and lost.

For the more passive
vigiter, recreanon includes
interpretive one- and two-
mile hiking trips and 1 1/2-
to 2-hour canoeing trips
(the canoes and life jackets
are provided). A very active
and coordinated group of
Bewerve voluntesrs do B0
percent of the interpretive
warle. The educational com-
ponent includes a Savannas
workbook which targets
sixth graders (funded by a
South Florda Water Man-
agement District grant).
The classroom study is fol-
lowed by a trip to the
Savannas. Teacher work-
shops are also held onsite,

The Savannas that is
Florida’s cannot boast lions

or wildebeests, but the great
eaghe stll soars over an
ecosystem, though not as
expansive, that flemerisdued
for thowsands of years. The
same hydrolegic cycle which
fed the system then, feeds
the Savannas today. The
white-crowned ruler of this
savanna glides rowards a
nest-on-high o waiting
fledglings. And within the
Flerida Savannas (as on the
Serengeti Plains), a rich,

diverse circle of life

continues. 'ﬂ

Reprinted from Florida Woter, Surmmer 1995



